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ABSTRACT
MATCHING EFFECTIVE METHODS OF TEACHING TO MODES OF LEARNING:
A PRESENTATION FOR EDUCATORS OF AMERICAN INDIAN STUDENTS
By
Lynn Marie Gellerson
July2002
Reading is a skill necessary for social, academic, and economic achievement in
our society. Research shows that minority children, such as American Indians, often
struggle to become successful readers. It is necessary to understand causes that may
contribute to the difficulties that American Indians have with effective acquisition of
literacy skills.
This presentation for educators of American Indian students will present
information that will increase educators' knowledge of American Indian culture, and the
culture of the Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation. In addition, the
effect culture has on an individual, the classroom, and reading instruction will be
addressed.
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CHAPTERONE
NATURE OF THE PROBLEM
Background
Reading is a learned process that is complex and unique to each individual
(International Reading Association [IRA], 1999b). For that reason, and in view of the fact
that reading is so multifaceted, definitions ofreading reflect the many different theories
about learning and reading development (IRA, 1999b, 2000). Depending upon one's
viewpoint, reading can be regarded "as a visual task, a word-recognition task, a thinking
process, or a social event" (IRA, 1999b, p. 4).
In the traditional view, researchers believed that emergent readers required a set
of ordered skills that should be taught sequentially and build toward comprehension.
Once readers had mastered those skills, they were believed to be experts who should
easily comprehend what they read. Reading was thought to be a visual and wordrecognition task, nothing more than the association of a sound with its matching visual
image (Dole, Duffy, Roehler, & Pearson, 1991; IRA, 1999b).
Research now has contributed reliable information to the body of knowledge;
there is a better understanding of reading definition, development, and instruction.
Researchers and educators understand that reading is not simply the mastery of skills that
allow a reader to decode isolated words and sentences. Reading is a complex interactive
process between the reader and the text. Reading is the act of creating meaning using an
existing system of prior knowledge, experiences, values, and beliefs. Effective readers
use a variety of strategies that allow them to develop a purpose for reading, while
guiding, monitoring, and evaluating their reading behavior (Braunger & Lewis, 1998;

Dole et al., 1991; IRA, 1999b, 2000; St. Charles, Costantino, The Evergreen Center for
Educational Improvement, & The Evergreen State College, 2000).
Despite the changes in reading definitions and theories, there remain risk factors
for students in developing reading difficulties. Research has suggested there are factors
that place some children at a higher risk for developing difficulties in reading. Cognitive
deficiencies, lack of age-appropriate literacy skills, being a member of an ethnic minority
group, having a low socioeconomic status, having limited English language proficiency,
or speaking a dialect of English that differs from the one used in school. Since learning to
read is strongly influenced by how an individual interprets and understands the world
around them, issues, such as an individual's culture, intellectual development, family
atmosphere, family values, and child rearing practices also have an affect on learning
(Costantino & The Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement, 1999; Henry &
Pepper, 1990; Ogbu, 1992; St. Charles et al., 2000),
Rationale
The understanding of the reading process has "grown increasingly
multidisciplinary with respect to sociological, anthropological, and sociolinguistic
contributions" (IRA, 1999b, p. 4). Researchers and educators still have questions about
reading development and reading instruction, particularly because of the
underachievement in academic success among certain minority groups, such as American
Indians (Donahue, Finnegan, Lutkus, Allen, & Cambell, 2001; Office of Superintendent
of Public Instruction [OSPI] and Ciardi, 1998; OSPI, 2001a, 2001c; St. Charles et al.,
2000).
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All educators have taught students who move through the reading process with
relative ease and those who find it a constant struggle. As previously stated, reading
difficulties can be caused by numerous factors. Often poor and/or minority children
struggle as readers, for example, the extent of American Indians reading difficulties in the
United States, Washington state, and Harrah Elementary School, has been noted
(Donahue et al., 2001; OSPI, 2001a, 2001c).
See Figure 1, derived from information by The Nation's Report Card: Fourth

Grade Reading 2000 (Donahue et al., 2001). It demonstrates low reading achievement
levels of American Indian students in the United States. In the year 2000, 57% fourthgrade American Indian students were reading below a basic reading level in comparison
to that of27% White students.
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Figure I. Percentages of White and American Indian fourth-grade students in the United States, shows
percentages both below a basic reading level and at or above a basic reading level (Donahue et al., 2001).

More specifically, the reading difficulties ofYakama Indian children at Harrah
Elementary School were determined by the Washington Assessment of Student Learning
[WASL] reading scores for the years 1996 through 2000.
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See Figure 2 created from information retrieved from the Washington State's Office of
Superintendent and Public Instruction website (OSPI, 2001a). While the percentages of
fourth-grade American Indian students at Harrah Elementary School show that more
students are now meeting the standards for reading, there were still less than 40% who
met standards for the year 2000.
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Figure 2. Percentages of fourth-grade American Indian students from Harrah Elementary School who met
the standards on the WASL Reading test for the years 1996 through 2000 (OSPI, 2001a).

Reading remains a skill deemed necessary for social, academic, and economic
achievement in our society. In the United States, literacy is infused in virtually every
aspect of our lives. Our rapidly changing society has placed an increase on the levels of
literacy required (Braugner & Lewis, 1998; Costantino & The Evergreen Center for
Educational Improvement, 1999; Guthrie, 1996; IRA, 1999b). As stated by the authors of

Becoming a Nation ofReaders, (Anderson, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1984) "Reading is a basic
life skill. It is a cornerstone for a child's success in school and, indeed, throughout life"

(p. 1).
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Pw:pose
The purpose of this research project was to develop a presentation for educators
of American Indian students. The information presented was designed to increase
educators' knowledge of American Indian culture, with information specifically regarding
Harrah Elementary School in Washington State, and the Confederated Tribes and Bands
of the Yakama Nation. The effect culture has on an individual, the classroom, and
reading instruction was addressed. Thus, the question this writer attempted to answer was
•

What should educators do to assist American Indian students in acquiring the
literacy skills necessary to become successful readers?
Limitations of Project

As an educator of American Indian students, primarily from the Yakama Nation,
this writer chose to create a presentation for educators that would broaden the knowledge
base of American Indian culture and address the implication culture has on reading
instruction. Additionally, sources pertaining to Harrah Elementary School in Washington
State, and the Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation were used. The
writer discovered and determined the following to be limitations of the project.
•

A lack of quality peer-reviewed research and long term studies on the topic.

•

Topic of the presentation was limited to an audience of educators who work
with American Indian students.

•

Author is not an American Indian.

Lastly, this writer recognized the audience's possible need for background
knowledge of the history of American Indian education. While a brief history ofindian
boarding schools was included, detailed history of American Indian education was not
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included in the paper due to this writer's opinion that it was beyond the scope of the
project. For further information on the history of American Indian education, see Reading

and the Native American Learner (St. Charles et al., 2000).
Definition of Terms
1. American Indian- A person descended from indigenous peoples ofNorth America,
not including other Native American groups such as Native Hawaiians, Native
Samoans, or Native Puerto Ricans (St. Charles et al., 2000).
2. Culture- A person or group's beliefs, values, expectations, customs, and perceptions;
has a pervasive influence on behavior (Wilder, Jackson, & Smith, 2001).
3. Cultural deficit theory- A theory that views people of certain cultural, ethnic, or
economic groups as being deficient or lacking in intellectual development; being
deficient in comparison to the main stream Caucasian culture (Banks, 1995).
4. Cultural sensitivity theory- A theory that views all people as being equal and having
innate potential (Banks, 1995).

5. Elder- A person in an American Indian community who is recognized for their
wisdom, knowledge, and experiences as related to the community (Cooke-Dallin,
Rosborough, & Underwood, 1998).
6. Learning style- There are numerous definitions oflearning style, the following
definition was used for this project. The approach a person takes to learning affected
by culture, environment and past experiences (Swisher, 1994).
7. Minority- Part ofa population differing from others (Merriam Webster, 1995).
8. Mode oflearning- See learning style.
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9. Teachings- Messages shared by Elders about how to act, how to perform, and how to
understand (Cooke-Dallin et al., 1998).
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
The purpose of this project was to develop a presentation that would broaden the
knowledge base of educators of American Indian students. While giving information that
specifically pertained to Harrah Elementary School in Washington State and the
Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation. The question addressed through
an intensive review ofliterature was:
•

What should educators do to assist American Indian students in acquiring the
literacy skills necessary to become successful readers?

The review of research literature was completed in the following manner. Two
major theories were examined to support the importance of incorporating a culturally
sensitive approach relevant to American Indian students, the cultural deficit theory, and
the cultural sensitivity theory. Learning styles and group commonalties based on the
culture of American Indians were researched and personal communication with a
member of the Yakama Nation was established. Effective classroom modifications and
practices that both supported and hindered reading development were addressed. Finally,
methods that incorporated the holistic approach compatible to the American Indian
learning style tendency of preferring global/holistic learning experiences was reviewed.
The Cultural Deficit Theory.
The cultural deficit theory argued that the Caucasian race was innately superior to
all others and that nature had endowed other races with less mental strength (Banks,
1995). This belief became widespread and institutionalized during the 191h century.
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Banks stated that another assumption made during the 19°1 century was that the
environment or experiences of individuals or groups could do little to change their
deficient, inherited racial characteristics.
In the latter part of the 19th century, American Indians were a focus in the cultural
deficit theory as it pertained to education (Charters-Voght, 1999; Marr, 2002; St. Charles,
Costantino, The Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement, & The Evergreen State
College, 2000). It was thought during that time that the ways of American Indians were
inferior to those of whites. Many Americans believed that with the proper education and
vocational training, American Indians could become assimilated into mainstream
America. Captain Richard Henry Pratt became a strong leader in the movement that is
now thought of as the American Indian "assimilation through education policy" (Marr,
2002, p. 2).
The proponents for the assimilation policy convinced the leaders of Congress that
education was the way to make the Indian population into "patriotic and productive
members of society" (Marr, 2002, p. 2). Once convinced, one of the first efforts in the
assimilation policy was the founding of the Carlisle Indian School by Captain Pratt in

1879. This school was the first off-reservation boarding schooi and the goal was to
eliminate American Indian children of their native culture. This was evident by Pratt's
commonly known principle of"kill the Indian and save the man" (Marr, 2002, p. 2; St.
Charles et al., 2000, p. 69).
By the end of the 19th century, there were numerous boarding schools under
federal supervision similar to Carlisle Indian school. Federal Indian policy called for the
removal of children from their families (often against their will) to be placed in boarding
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schools. Policy makers felt it necessary to keep American Indian children away from
what they considered the negative influences of their families and cultures. According to
many, (Charters-Voght, 1999; Kelley, 1999; Marr, 2002; Vanderpool, 2002) the removal
of generations of American Indian children from their homes denied them the right to a
normal up bringing within their families and culture.
There were, and still are, American Indians whose experiences with Indian
boarding schools were extremely negative. Jo Anna Meninick, a Yakama Indian, attended
the Chemawa Indian School in Salem, Oregon in the 1950's. In an interview with The
Associated Press (Kelley, 1999), Meninick said, "They stripped us of our language. They
stripped us of our religious beliefs. They stripped us of our family life, our family values.
They stripped us from our culture."
However, not all experiences oflndian boarding schools were viewed as
completely negative. According to Debbie Blodgett (personal communication, July 8,
2002), a Y akama Indian and educator at Harrah Elementary School, her father also
attended the Chemewa Indian School. She acknowledged that her father felt the boarding
school experience was beneficial to him. She said he did not have family to care for him
when he was sent to Chemewa Indian School and that he felt it gave him discipline that
he may not have otherwise gained. She further stated that he believed his boarding school
experience might have contributed to his personal value of education.
By the 1920's the assimilation policy by education was beginning to change and
the majority of American Indian children attended public schools (Marr, 2002; St.
Charles et al., 2000). The educational system continued to pay little attention to the
personal and cultural knowledge of it's students (Banks, 1993). Therefore, minority
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children (including American Indians) had to cope with numerous cultural, ethnic, and/or
linguistic differences between themselves and their teachers (Groulx, 2001).
When minority groups do not feel comfortable about their place within schools,
compared to the majority culture, the children of the minority group do not do well in
school. Conceivably, this contributed to the discrepancy in the academic performance
between White, middle-class students, and other minority groups (Costantino & The
Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement, 1999; U.S. Department ofEducation,
1991).
Martinez-Roland and Lopez-Robertson (2000) determined that low expectations
for working class students and minority students prevented them from using literature in
meaningful ways and it submitted them to unchallenging literacy activities. They
challenged the perspective that certain students (minority students, second language
learners, and those from low socioeconomic backgrounds) benefited only from learning
decoding skills and they cautioned educators against underestimating the potential of all
students to make important contributions.
Banks (1995) claimed that the cultural deficit theory viewed families of certain
cultural and economic groups as having a deficient environment and were unable to
support a child's literacy and cognitive development. He also stated that this theory
claimed that children from impoverished or deficient environments come to school with
little or no literacy knowledge. In addition, Allington (1994) felt that children who have
limited literacy experiences and perform poorly on intelligence tests have been
determined to have an impaired capacity for learning to read. Allington also said that the
impairment was usually considered hereditary.

II

Davis-Burstein and Cabello (1989) sought a resolution to the historic belief that
many minority students' poor academic performance could be attributed to a deficit in the
students or their families. Davis-Burstein and Cabello felt that because teachers often fuil
to take into account their students' diverse backgrounds and experiences, they contribute
to the academic failure of their students. Consequently, these authors assisted in the
development of an intensive two-year program that would prepare teachers to work with
culturally diverse learning handicapped students.
The program was located in a large, culturally diverse, urban area. The teachers in
the program worked with students who were culturally diverse, oflow socioeconomic
status, and limited in English proficiency. The program's objectives were designed to
help teachers examine their beliefs about the influence of culture, to develop teachers'
knowledge about culturally diverse students, and to develop teachers' abilities to adapt
instruction to the diverse needs of their students. The program used a teacher-training
model that focused on four levels of development, awareness, knowledge, acquisition and
application of skills, and reflection. The students enrolled in the initial program consisted
of sixteen female teachers, four Hispanics, one Filipino, one Creole, two AfricanAmericans, and eight Caucasians. Before training, a questionnaire given by DavisBurstein and Cabello (1989) determined that 38% of the teachers enrolled in the program
described culturally diverse children as coming from a deficient culture, as opposed to a
different culture. After training, only 7% reflected a cultural deficit perspective. The
program appeared to have successfully met it's objectives, however, the authors did note
that the questionnaire data only measured the teachers' reported beliefs. They cautioned
that the results that suggested change in the teachers' beliefs be interpreted carefully since
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the changes may have been due to learning socially acceptable responses rather than
actual changes in their beliefs about teaching culturally diverse students. Davis-Burstein
and Cabello (1989) did not determine whether the teachers actually affected change in
student performance after completion of the program. Rather they called for further
research of studies on teachers' beliefs, knowledge, and skills and how they effect the
education of culturally diverse students.
The point of view on the benefits of valuing family literacy led to emerging
research in the area of families and the development of literacy skills (Groulx, 2001;
Patton, Silva, & Myers, 1999). Research illustrated when teachers accepted families as
important partners; the parents provided a rich source of information for understanding
the individual child.
Patton, Silva, and Myers (1999) created a family literacy experience program for
seniors and graduate students enrolled in courses for Early Childhood Education and
English as a Second Language. The participating university was a small private
institution (the authors did not say where it was located) and the education majors were
primarily middle-class, young, Caucasian women who had little experience with
diversity. The researchers felt that while students in teacher preparation programs had
opportunities to study and apply concepts related to diversity, they had little experience
connecting the multicultural theories with real-life situations. The goal of the program
was to provide the students with a setting that allowed them to make those connections.
The students had to determine what the families wanted to learn and use this information
to generate authentic, educationa~ and fun literacy lessons. The requirements for the
family literacy experience also included twelve documented visits with the family,
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interviews with school personnel involved with the family, classroom observations of the
children in the family, and a final written reflection of the experience. Patton, Silva, and
Myers (1999) explained that the initial reactions of the students to the program were ones
of frustration and fear. One student in the program wrote,
At first, I can honestly say I was very negative about the project. I thought to
myself, this is not a literacy class and two to three hours a week [tutoring a
refugee family]-WHOA! (p. 140).
During the course of the experience, the written student reflections revealed new
understandings and acceptance.
He [the father] showed us the pictures [photo album] and told us the stories
behind them. .. We used the album as a basis for our last activity. We made a big
book of the family's travels from Sudan to Texas. The little ones were ecstatic.
(p. 145).
Patton, Silva, and Myers (1999) determined that this type of experience led to a change in
the students' monocultural perspectives and helped promote an awareness and
appreciation of cultural diversity. The development of the program allowed university
students to be innnersed in weekly literacy experiences with families from a variety of
diverse backgrounds.
Some researchers have stated that there are people who believe schools should
continue to focus on the same goals for all students regardless of their cultural differences
(Kaser and Short 1998). However, results of studies such as those completed by DavisBurstein and Cabello (1989) and Patton, Silva, and Myers (1999) have encouraged the
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development of a belief that is in contrast with the cultural deficit theory, the cultural
sensitivity theory.
The Cultural Sensitivity Theory.
The cultural sensitivity theory began with the understanding that all students,
regardless of their background, come to school with skills relevant to literacy already in
place. Educators should not focus on a child's lack of knowledge but should consider
instead what prior knowledge they hold. This theory accepted the views made by scholars
and activists of color, that all human beings have equal and innate potential (Banks, 1995;
Kelly, 1999; Patton et al., 1999).
The challenge of teaching has been viewed as finding human capacity in students
while working in systems that routinely highlight deficits and deficiencies. According to
Banks (1993), when a teacher failed to value each learner's unique background,
individual characteristics were not revealed as potential building blocks oflearning
experiences. Banks (1993) described the need for teachers to be aware of the personal
and cultural knowledge of their students when designing lessons. He also stated that
teachers should use students' personal cultural knowledge as a tool to motivate students
and as a foundation for teaching. Kelly (1999) pointed out that there was a need for
teachers and schools to expand and refine their understanding of the importance of
culturally sensitive teaching.
Allington (1994) stated that after nearly a century of placing blame for lack of
academic achievement on minority children and their families, it is now suggested that
schools be dramatically changed in order to better serve disadvantaged children.
However, Allington recognized that before schools could be changed certain inaccurate
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beliefs about literacy teaching and learning must be resolved. Inaccurate beliefs and
ineffective practices such as:
•

Mistaking lack of literacy experience with a lack of ability to learn to read.

•

Lowering expectations for literacy learning in children that lack prior literacy
experiences.

•

Assessing, sorting, labeling, and then segregating students who have
difficulties in reading.

•

Continued debate of curriculum and method rather than the assurance that all
students have access to high quality instruction and effective teachers.

•

Activities that interfere with students engaging in meaningful reading and
writing experiences for extended periods.

•

Literacy instruction that does not model, explain, or demonstrate how reading
is accomplished.

•

Assessing comprehension with only simple recall questions.

Allington (1994) strongly declared that all children can develop advanced literacy skills
and become successful readers once schools change practices and beliefs that create
inequities in literacy learning opportunities. Allington (1994) discussed in detail five
steps that he felt would be effective in reorganizing schools to better meet the needs of all
students. The following is a summary of the five steps:
•

Steps one: Reemphasize the importance of the classroom teacher. Classroom
lessons directed toward developing literacy skills in all children. Have fewer
pullout programs for students with reading difficulties and more in class
collaborative teaching with special program teachers.
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•

Step two: Reorganize the school day and week. Educators teach in longer,
uninterrupted blocks of time. Schools operate on a schedule allowing for an
earlier start and later end to the school day.

•

Step three: Rework the approach to curriculum design. Revolve the
curriculum around longer intensive studies, such as thematic units, whole day
projects, or month long expertise units. Use intensive studies that incorporate
the background and experiences of all children in the class.

•

Step four: Build and replenish the classroom collection of books. Continuous
support for educators with ongoing professional development activities. Allow
students to have access to quality educators and literature.

•

Step five: Schools change the process of evaluating student learning.
Evaluation of student learning a personalized process rather than the current
standardized one. For example, students would develop performance
portfolios and participate in self-evaluation processes.

Allington (1994) concluded with his belief that if schools put children together
with expert teachers who have the time and resources necessary to support the needs of
children, they would be able to assist all students in becoming successful readers. He also
reemphasized the importance of changing inaccurate beliefs and practices of literacy
instruction and the need for restructuring schools by his following statement. "I am quite
certain that children are more likely to learn what they are taught than what they are not"
(p. 25).

In 1999, Genisio completed a series of visits and conversations with three families
over a period of eighteen months. The families lived in a medium sized city in
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northeastern Wisconsin, though she did not specify the cultural backgrounds of the
families. The focus of Genisio's initial study was to assist the parents in attaining their
General Education Development test, otherwise known as the GED, while developing a
love of literacy with their children. She stated that it was evident at the beginning of the
study that the three fumilies did not want to receive their GEDs, but were willing to meet
and discuss with her their thoughts on literacy.
Genisio (1999) began the article with her belief of holding a child close while
reading, sharing stories, and turning the pages of a book were the only ways to develop
the love ofliteracy. Her original impression was that the families were not able to
adequately develop their children's literacy skills, although she did not say why.
However, Genisio did state that during the discussions with the three families, she
quickly determined the parents were providing the children with opportunities to develop
literacy skills. She stated this was evident by the frequency of library visits, the number
of books checked out and used at home, and visits made to the homes of friends or
relatives to share books. Genisio noted that while the parents did not read themselves or
to the children, friends or relatives compensated for the gaps the parents were unable to
fill.
At the end of eighteen months, Genisio's (1999) viewpoint had widened and she
described an awareness of the diverse family experiences that can develop the love of
literacy. While she did not achieve her initial purpose of assisting the parents in attaining
their GEDs, she appeared content with the information she gained. Genisio asserted that
she began to see a platform within the families of literacy skills upon which educators
could continue to build. Genisio also concluded with a challenge for educators to find the
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diverse and perhaps hidden links oflove to literacy that all families provide for their
children.
The cultural sensitivity theory can allow a glimpse of the richness, complexity,
and diversity ofa student's family. Teachers should accept the diversity ofliterary
practices found in all families. They should start by building upon what is already there.
This must involve listening to what students have to say. It should also involve finding
out about the lives and cultural meanings of students (Genisio, 1999; Martinez-Roldan &
Lopez-Roberston, 2000).
In adding to the cultural sensitivity theory, Debbie Blodgett's belief (personal
communication, July 8, 2002) is that any educator (regardless of their ethnicity or
background) can make a change in an American Indian student's learning experience. She
believes that to assist children in learning to value and love education they need to be
shown that they are worthwhile and that they can accomplish anything. Lastly, Kaser and
Short (1998) further clarified the cultural sensitivity theory by stating
When students and teachers recognize the cultures that influence their own lives
and thinking, each becomes more aware of how and why culture is important to
everyone else. These understandings do not devalue culture or promote cultural
"sameness", rather, they highlight differences across cultures as important and
valued in creating community (p. 189).
American Indians
The American Indian population is growing, according to the 2000 census data.
There are 2.5 million American Indians in the United States today, up from 1.9 million
reported in 1990 (U.S. Department ofEducation, 1991; U.S. Census Bureau, 1990, 2000).
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In Washington State public schools, the American Indian enrollment rose from 12,000
students in 1971 to more than 27,000 in 2001 (Office of Superintendent and Public
Instruction [OSPI], 2001d). At Harrah Elementary School in Washington state in October
2000 the school population consisted of almost 62% American Indian students compared
to that of close to 13% Caucasian students (OSPI, 2001b).
In terms of minority groups, American Indians are among the least successful in
reading achievement of any racial or ethnic group (Donahue et al., 2001; OSPI, 2001a,
2001c). As written by the authors oi The Nation's Report Card: Fourth-Grade Reading,

2000, in the year 2000, 43% fourth-grade American Indian students met the standards for
reading achievement in the United States, compared to that of78% Asian students, 37%
African-American students, and 42% Hispanic students (Donahue et al., 2001).
According to the Office of Superintendent and Public Instruction, the Washington state
WASL trend for the year 2000-2001, demonstrated that only 49% fourth-grade American
Indian students met the standards in reading, compared to that of 66% Asian students,
48% African-American students, and 40% Hispanic students (OSPI, 2001c).
The underachievement of American Indians remains a persistent challenge.
Wright, Taylor, & Ruggiero (1996) reviewed American Indian children's academic
underachievement and described it as "a crisis with respect to the often stated desire of
Native peoples' [wish] to attain high levels of formal education" (p. 734). Researchers
have suggested that if the situation is to improve, causes of academic underachievement
must be understood and addressed. (Morton, 2002; Reyhner, 2001; St. Charles et al.,
2000; Wright et al., 1996).
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Values.
A person's home and culture affect learning. People follow an individual course of
development by observing things, making choices, and reaching conclusions. All of
which demonstrate what are effective ways to get along in the world (Dunn, 1995; Henry
& Pepper, 1990).

In the American Indian culture, children are exposed to a number of important
values. While it has been noted that there is "no single "Indian" culture" (D. Blodgett,
personal communication, July, 8, 2002; Little Soldier, 1997, p. 653), there exists a core of
traditional American Indian values. These values include generosity, sharing,
cooperation, group harmony, individual freedom, concepts of time, ownership, and
property that reflect the value of community, the importance of extended family, and the
value ofreflective learning (Henry & Pepper, 1990; Little Soldier, 1997; Nelson, Smith,
& Dodd, 1992; St. Charles et al., 2000).

Debbie Blodgett, an educator at Harrah Elementary School and a Yakarna Indian
(personal communication, July 8, 2002) stated that traditional Yakarna Indians highly
value family connections. In the Yakarna culture, the definition of family varies, but it
often includes immediate family members down to very distant cousins. She said that
because of this Yakarna Indian students often miss a lot of school due to their extensive
family commitments.
According to Debbie Blodgett, when a family member of a Yakarna Indian passes
away the funeral services often last up to three days and three nights. The surviving
family members mourn for a year during which they are not allowed to do things such as
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dance, celebrate, or speak of the deceased. At the end of the year a three day, and three
night memorial is then held.
Many American Indians greatly respect people and their feelings. Elders are
especially respected. Elders are recognized for their wisdom, knowledge, and experience.
They are people who share what are traditionally called, "teachings" (Cooke-Dallin,
Rosborough, & Underwood, 1998, p. 85) through oral communications and live
demonstrations. Teachings are an accumulation of experience and memories that give
messages about how to act, how to perform, and how to understand (Cooke-Dallin et al.,
1998; Stokes, 1997). While Elders remain an important value of the American Indian
culture, their knowledge is at risk of being lost, as it is no longer a major part of the
educational system of American Indian children (U.S. Department of Education, 1991).
Debbie Blodgett (personal communication, July 8, 2002) also mentioned that
many Yakama Indian Elders are raising their grandchildren. Many of the grandparents
are of the Indian boarding school generation and she felt that this might explain the
negative opinions that some students have of formal education. She said that because of
this, it is essential for an educator to make a personal connection to the families of
Y akarna Indian students. She also mentioned that assertiveness is not a priority within the
Y akama culture, so educators need to make the first attempt at establishing connections.
In her opinion this could be accomplished in many ways, but connections made outside
of the school environment are often the most effective.
The values of the American Indian culture also affect traditional child rearing
practices. Practices which have been labeled as permissive and often misunderstood in
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comparison to standards of mainstream America (Henry & Pepper, 1990; Nelson et al.,
1992).
Child rearing practices.
Traditionally, American Indian people have been permissive and accepting of
children. The belief is, "all people are of equal social value, and therefore each person has
inherent rights to mutual respect and equal treatment" (Henry & Pepper, 1990, p. 88).
Parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and even friends of the family all
actively participate in child rearing. When an adult disciplines a child, it is usually in a
private and quiet manner with the adult explaining or demonstrating why the behavior
was unacceptable. Young children are given the same degree of respect as adults (Henry
& Pepper, 1990; Nelson et al., 1992; St. Charles et al., 2000; Swisher & Deyhle, 1994).
Most American Indian people see childhood as a time for discovering the world.
Children are taught to be self-directed and self-reliant by having the freedom to make
many of their own choices, self-discipline is learned by a natural result of practice
(Henry & Pepper, 1990).
In most American Indian families, the children participate in many of the same
activities as adults. It is common to see children at bingo games, community meetings,
church, pow-wows, or places of employment. These situations allow children to learn
through observation and imitation. Questioning is generally not a strategy used by
American Indians in their daily activities. In an article by Garwick and Auger (2000), an
American Indian grandmother pointed out that her culture values a quiet respectful form
of communication when it comes to learning. She stated:
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Our way of being respectful is not to be verbal; it's to be quiet especially if
someone has more knowledge in an area than we do. We display respect by not
asking questions, by waiting for them to provide information (p. 184).
Consequently, much of the formal learning in American Indian families is observational
and nonverbal by nature (Garwick & Auger, 2000; Henry & Pepper, 1990; Nelson et al.,
1992; St. Charles et al., 2000).
The learning that takes place within the home and culture also contribute to the
behaviors associated with the American Indian mode oflearning, or learning style (terms
mode oflearning and learning style were used synonymously). It is important to
understand that, as there is no single American Indian culture, there is no absolute
American Indian learning style, and the determination that one existed would be harmful.
However, identified individual differences could be considered learning style tendencies
or inclinations (Henry & Pepper, 1990; St. Charles et al., 2000).
Learning style tendencies
Home and cultural socialization influence a person's learning style. Learning
styles in turn affect how a person processes information from the environment. Research
has demonstrated learning style tendencies of American Indians. They include but are not
limited to the following:
•

Skilled in visual learning.

•

Aversion to public demonstration of knowledge.

•

Learn privately before performing, volunteering, or speaking.

•

Group oriented, working in small, informal, cooperative group settings.

•

Observational and reflective learning.
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•

Global/Holistic learning, from the whole to the parts.

•

Tactile/Kinesthetic learning experiences.
(Henry & Pepper, 1990; Little Soldier, 1997; Reyhner, Lee, & Gabbard, 1993;
St. Charles et al., 2000; Swisher & Deyhle, 1994).

Schools often hold expectations and require ways of doing things that differ from
what American Indian students have learned elsewhere (Henry & Pepper, 1990).
Research has suggested that American Indians experience a discontinuity between the
home and school if the modes oflearning they come to school with are not supported
within the classroom. When the culture of a student varies significantly from that of the
schoo~ confusion and misunderstanding often take place. American Indian children, as
do all children, need a supportive, challenging, and culturally appropriate learning
environment that meets each individual's specific needs. Educators benefit all students by
adapting their teaching styles and methods of instruction so that broad ranges of learning
styles are supported (Henry & Pepper, 1990; St. Charles et al., 2000; Wilder, Jackson, &
Smith, 2001 ).
Classroom modifications.
Useful classroom modifications for educators of American Indian children are
those that enhance a reading program by supporting a wide range oflearning styles.
Effective classroom modifications may include but are not limited to:
•

Flexible furniture arrangements.

•

Use of cooperative learning techniques.

•

Incorporating the constructivist approach by increasing the holistic emphasis
in student learning.
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•

Increase in freedom of movement.
(Fox, 2001; Little Soldier, 1989; Reyhner, 2001; St. Charles et al., 2000).

In addition to making classroom modifications that enhance the learning style tendencies
of American Indian children, educators may also find it necessary to make modifications
to current reading instruction.
Reyhner (2001) noted that in a balanced approach to reading instruction, teachers
can use a specific basal or reading program effectively, if it is supplemented with
activities and reading materials relevant to the background, needs, and interests of their
students. On the other hand, the authors of Reading and the Native American Learner
(2000) suggested that teachers of American Indian students not use basals or textbooks
that were designed for teaching "suburban, middle-class white children", but instead use
books that were "culturally relevant and appropriate for American Indian students" (p.
45).
Reading instruction.
All children must become skilled readers in our society (Braugner & Lewis, 1998;
Costantino & The Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement, 1999; OSPI & Ciard~
1998). To assist American Indian children in doing so, teachers must understand reading
development and the reading process. They must be knowledgeable and purposeful while
planning balanced reading instruction that includes the consideration ofreading
comprehension, vocabulary, word recognition, and fluency (OSPI & Ciardi, 1998; St.
Charles et al., 2000). According to the authors of Reading and the Native American

Learner (2000), teachers who provide reading instruction to American Indian students
should also pay special attention to
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•

Oral language development, including the building of Standard English skills.

•

Using culturally appropriate and relevant instructional materials.

•

Establishing a classroom environment that is respectful of the linguistic, social
and cultural heritage of American Indian students.

•

Utilizing a curriculum that capitalizes on the background knowledge and
experience students bring with them to school (pp. 57-58).

While it is important to attempt to identify instructional strategies, methods, approaches,
and/or programs to teach reading to American Indian students. It is wrong to assume that
one strategy, method, approach, or program will guarantee American Indian students (or
any students) success in learning to read (Bartolome, 1994; Bond & Dykstra, 1997;
International Reading Association [IRA], 1999a; St. Charles et al., 2000). Instead,
educators should "make their own informed choices, based on their students' needs,
regarding appropriate approaches, methods, and materials" (St. Charles et al., 2000, p.
44).
During research, a specific strategy, method, approach, and/or reading program
that demonstrated success in teaching reading to all American Indian children was not
established. However, it was determined that meaningful reading instruction should
provide all students with learning that fits the context of their lives (St. Charles et. al.,
2000). Braunger & Lewis (1998) stated that background knowledge is critica4 especially
when dealing with the variety of needs of struggling readers. They felt that while there is
not one successful method of teaching reading, teachers must be aware of children's
socia4 economic, and cultural background. Bartolome (1994) also stated that it makes
"good pedagogical sense" (p. 183) to use the existing student's background knowledge
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and experiences. While acknowledging that there is not one method of teaching reading,
Braunger & Lewis (1998) did describe practices considered essential in providing support
while building strategic readers. The following are a list of those practices:

•

Access and opportunity to a wide variety of reading materials. These
materials need to reflect meaning and authenticity for individual readers as
well as a manageable level of text.

•

Motivating readers to want to read and to want to engage in reading. Readers
need to see reasons and purposes for reading that relate to their perception of
the world.

•

Providing time to really read in real texts. Struggling readers need more time
to read, and need more time with high-quality instruction.

•

Supportive instruction in the "how-tos" ofreading. Teachers, peers, parents,
and other sophisticated users offer demonstrations, guidance, and feedback in
how to read.

•

Self-esteem and confidence, which play integral roles in successful reading
development. Children need to feel positive about their attempts and their
progress.

•

High expectation for success in a supported environment (p. 27).

In contrast, the following list, are practices noted by Braunger & Lewis (1998), as those
which would hinder effective reading development in children.
•

Emphasizing only phonics.

•

Drilling on isolated letters or sounds.

•

Teaching letters and words one at a time.

28

•

Insisting on correctness.

•

Expecting students to spell correctly all the words, they can read.

•

Making perfect oral reading the goal of reading instruction.

•

Focusing on skills rather than interpretation and comprehension.

•

Constant use of workbooks and worksheets.

•

Fixed ability grouping.

•

Blind adherence to a basal program (p. 63).

In reference to the previously mentioned American Indian learning style tendency
of preferring global/holistic learning experiences, this writer found six methods described
for incorporating a holistic, meaning-based approach to reading instruction. They were:

•

Dialogue journals: In this method, the teacher and student engage in an
extended written conversation through regular journal entries. Students write
as much as they choose on predominately self-selected topics. The teacher
responds by making comments, offering observations and opinions, requesting
and giving clarifications, asking questions, answering student questions, and
introducing new topics. Types of dialogue journals include daily personal
journals, literature response journals, content response journals, and learning
logs.

•

Writer's workshop: This method teaches writing through student composition
of authentic texts. Workshops occur in regular and predictable blocks of time
and include mini-lessons on the mechanics and craft of writing, as well as
student generation of texts in a multi-step process. This process includes
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drafting, conferencing and sharing, revising, redrafting, editing, and the
"publishing" of the completed text.
•

Word wall: This method involves regularly posting words on a classroom
wall, which can then be incorporated into various activities to support
students' literacy development. The words can be selected from student
writing, books that students are reading, or other sources related to student
learning (Costantino & The Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement,
1999, pp. 71-72).

•

Language experience approach: In this method, students dictate their own
stories or experiences to the teacher. This text is then used as reading material
for its author, and it is also sometimes used as reading material for other
students in the class. This method uses words that are within a student's
cultural knowledge base and may also assist in the development of standard
English skills for American Indian children (Braunger & Lewis, 1998;
Reyhner, 2001; Costantino & The Evergreen Center for Educational
Improvement, 1999, p. 71).

•

Instructional conversations: These are discussion-based lessons in which the
teacher draws from students' prior knowledge, experiences and home culture
in order to guide extended, theme-focused conversations that promote
analysis, reflection, and critical thinking (Braunger & Lewis, 1998; Center for
Research on Education, Diversity, & Excellence [CREDE], 2002; Costantino

& The Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement, 1999, p. 72).

30

•

Thematic units: This method involves integrating the curriculum across a
variety of subject areas. It often includes teachers and students deciding on the
theme and skills to be developed, while allowing students to select interesting
topics to pursue while studying the broader theme (Costantino & The
Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement, 1999, p. 72; St. Charles et al.,
2000).
Summary

To summarize, reading is a complex process in which the reader interacts with the
text by using prior knowledge, experiences, values, and beliefs. Reading is considered a
fundamental skill necessary for social, academic, and economic achievement in our
society. Minority children, such as American Indians, often struggle to become successful
readers. American Indians are among the least successful in the area of reading
achievement of any racial or ethnic group in America.
The cultural deficit theory argued that the Caucasian race was innately superior to
all others and that nature had endowed other races with less mental strength. The
assumption was that the environment or experiences of certain individuals or groups
could do little to change their deficient, inherited racial characteristics. During the latter
part of the 19th century, American Indians became a focus in the cultural deficit theory as
it pertained to education. It was believed that the ways of American Indians were inferior
to those of whites. The assimilation through education policy was developed, and it
became the movement with a goal of removing American Indian children from their
families and cultures, while assimilating them into mainstream America.
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The cultural sensitivity theory began with an understanding that all students,
regardless of their background, come to school with literacy skills already in place. This
theory also endorsed the view that all human beings have equal and innate potential.
When students and teachers recognize the cultures that influence their own lives and
thinking, they become more aware of the importance and value of everyone else. The
diversity of literary practices should be accepted in all families. Thus, meaningful reading
instruction should fit the context of students' lives in a culturally sensitive manner.
Home and cultural socialization influence a person's learning style, which in turn,
affects how information is processed from the environment. American Indian students
may experience a discontinuity between home and school, if the modes oflearning they
bring to school are not supported.
A variety of classroom modifications can enhance the learning style tendencies of
American Indian children. While a specific strategy, method, approach, and/or reading
program that demonstrated success in teaching reading to all American Indian children
was not established. It was determined that educators should use effective pedagogy
standards and make informed decisions for reading instruction that meet each child's
individual specific needs. Educators should use researched practices that provide support
to readers, while not using practices that would hinder reading development. In
accordance with the American Indian learning style tendency of preferring globaVholistic
learning experiences, six methods that incorporate holistic, meaning-based approaches
were described, the word wall, language experience approach, instructional
conversations, dialogue journals, writer's workshop, and thematic units.
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As a final po int,
To earn one's "eagle feather" as an effective educator ofNative American
students, one must strive continually to find more effective ways of educating the
current generation of America's original inhabitants. An open mind and a willing
heart will point your moccasins in the right direction (Little Soldier, 1997, p.
653).
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CHAPTER THREE
PROCEDURES
Introduction
Reading is a skill necessary for socia4 academic, and economic achievement in
our society. Literacy is found within nearly every aspect of our lives in the United States
and because of rapid technological advances, society has placed an increase on the levels
of literacy required of students. Educators are expected to educate a diverse array of
students, each with their own level of accomplishments, learning experiences, and
abilities.
Need for the Project
American Indians are among the least successful in reading achievement levels
compared to other minority groups (Donahue et al., 2001; OSPI, 2001a, 2001c). This was
evident due to a review of the literature, as well as from this writer's own experience with
students of the Yakama Nation. To improve the reading achievement levels for American
Indian children, the causes of underachievement need to be determined and addressed. If
educators of American Indian students are to be more effective, they must increase their
knowledge base. One means would be through professional development opportunities,
that would increase their knowledge base of American Indian culture, and consider the
effect culture has on an individua4 the classroom, and reading instruction.
Purpose of the Project
The fundamental purpose of the project was to develop a presentation to broaden
the knowledge base of educators of American Indian students while giving generalized
information about American Indians and information that is more specific about the
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Yakama Nation. Teaching diverse students requires educators to examine their own
beliefs about teaching while exploring the effectiveness of their practices in
accommodating the various cultures, lifestyles, and learning styles of all students.
The information presented was expected to increase educators' knowledge of
American Indian culture and the culture of the Confederated Tribes and Bands of the
Yakama Nation, as well as motivate educators to reflect critically on the importance of
modifying the classroom and reading instruction to match their student's individual
needs. The following poem by an unknown author, summarizes the importance for
educators of American Indian children to teach in an effective and culturally sensitive
manner, while respecting each individual child's uniqueness:
For the teacher, harvestime
Comes at the end of spring.
The seedlings often months ago
Are awe inspiring.
Some have grown beyond their reach,
And some have plugged along,
But each has felt the rain and sun
And heard the master's song.
Not everyone will be the fruit
That feeds the hungry world.
But each has leaves that wave as flags
Their teacher has unfurled.
Procedures of the Project
Upon beginning the project, an initial review ofliterature and this writer's own
experiences demonstrated the need for further research on the underachievement of
American Indian students. This included the need for ways that educators could assist
American Indians in becoming successful readers. The question that developed from the
initial review was:
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•

What should educators do to assist American Indian students in acquiring the
literacy skills necessary to become successful readers?

This writer then determined a possible need for a presentation to broaden the
knowledge base of educators of American Indian students and developed the presentation
in the following way. First, an intensive review ofliterature on the culture of American
Indians was conducted, and an interview with a member of the Yakama Nation was held.
Literature on effects culture has on an individual, the classroom, and on reading
instruction was then reviewed. Learning style inclinations and group commonalties based
on the culture of American Indians was reviewed, as were effective classroom
modifications and practices that both support and hinder reading development. Literature
of the two major opposing cultural theories was also reviewed, the cultural deficit theory
and the cultural sensitivity theory. The information was then gathered from the complete
review of literature and was used to create the informational presentation.
It was hoped that after attending the presentation, educators would continue to

reflect on their own teaching practices and beliefs by asking themselves questions that
pertain to their American Indian students and reading instruction, such as:
•

What do I do?

•

What does this mean?

•

How did I come to teach like this?

•

How might I do things differently?

It was also hoped that educators would become proactive in gaining more knowledge

about the specific cultural backgrounds and histories of their own students.

36

Finally, the project was developed to broaden the knowledge base of educators of
American Indian children, while giving information regarding the Confederated Tribes
and Bands of the Yakarna Nation. The project includes hard copies of the presentation's
PowerPoint slides, with an outline of speaker notes. Also included was a copy of an
audience handout and references of the research used for the project.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE PROJECT
The purpose of this project was to develop a presentation to broaden the
knowledge base of educators of American Indian students while giving information
pertaining to the Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation. The presentation
was created using a Windows PowerPoint program. The following pages consist of hard
copies of the Power point presentation with an outline of speaker notes, as well as, a hard
copy of an audience handout and references of the research used for the project.
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Hard copy of PowerPoint
presentation with
speaker notes

•

•

C

My name is Lynn Gellerson and I am a teacher at Harrah Elementary School
in the Mt. Adams School District.
The title of this presentation is Matching Effective Methods of Teaching with
Modes of Leaming: A Presentation for Educators of American Indian
Students.

(
•

•

•

(

The need for research on the causes of underachievement of American Indian
students was determined initially due to my own experiences as an educator. I
teach at Harrah Elementary School, and a majority of my Yakama Indian
students experience reading difficulties.

C

Because of my interest and background, the question that I attempted to
answer through further research was:
What should educators do to assist American Indian students in acquiring the
literacy skills necessary to become successful readers?

•

•

•

(

This presentation was created for educators of American Indian students. The
information presented will increase your knowledge of American Indian
culture and the culture of the Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yak:ama
Nation.

C

In addition,we will look at the effect culture has on an individual, the
classroom, and reading instruction.
As an educator, I understand the possible need for background knowledge of
the history of American Indian education. While I will include a brief history
of Indian boarding schools, a detailed history of American Indian education
will not be included.
For further information on the history of American Indian education, please
see Reading and the Native American Learner.

(
•

•

•

(

Researchers and educators understand that reading is not simply the mastery of
skills that allows a reader to decode isolated words and sentences. Reading is a
complex and interactive process between the reader and the text.

C

Reading is the act of creating meaning using an existing system of prior
knowledge, experiences, values, and beliefs.

It is also important to note that effective readers use a variety of strategies that
allow them to develop a purpose for reading, while guiding, monitoring, and
evaluating their own reading behavior.

•

•

•

(

Reading is a skill necessary for social, academic, and economic achievement
in our society. Literacy is found within nearly every aspect of our lives in the
United States and because of rapid technological advances, society has placed
an increase on the levels of literacy required of students.

C

According to the authors of Becoming a Nation ofReader, ..Reading is a basic
life skill. It is a cornerstone for a child's success in school, and indeed
throughout life."

C
•

•

•

C

Learning to read is strongly influenced by how an individual interprets and
understands the world around them.
Hence, issues such as, an individual's culture, intellectual development, family
atmosphere, family values, and child rearing practices all affect learning to
read.

(
•

•

•

(

The American Indian population is growing, according to the 2000 census
data. There are 2.5. million American Indians in the United States today, up
from 1.9 million reported in 1990.

In Washington State Public schools, the American Indian enrollment rose from
12,000 students in 1971 to more than 27,000 in 2001.
More specifically, at Harrah Elementary School in Washington State in
October 2000 the school population consisted of almost 63% American Indian
students compared to that of close to 13% Caucasian students.

(_
•

•

•

C

Researchers have suggested there are factors that place some children at a
higher risk for developing difficulties in reading.
There are numerous factors but some of the more notable ones include:
cognitive deficiencies, lack of age-appropriate literacy skills, being a member
of an ethnic minority group, having a low socioeconomic status, being limited
in English language proficiency, and speaking a different dialect of English
than that of the school.

(
•

•

•

(

Educators are expected to educate a diverse array of students, each with their
own levels of accomplishments, learning experiences, and abilities.

C

As previously stated reading difficulties can be caused by numerous factors.
All educators have taught students who move through the reading process with
relative ease and those who find it a constant struggle. Often poor and or
minority children struggle as readers, for example American Indians are
among the least successful in reading achievement of any racial or ethnic
group in America.

(
•

•9

•

•

(

In terms of minority groups, American Indians are among the least successful
in reading achievement of any racial or ethnic group.
According to The Nation 's Report Card: Fourth-Grade Reading, 2000, in the
year 2000, 43% fourth-grade American Indian students met the standards for
reading achievement in the United States, compared to that of 78% Asian
students, 37% African-American students, and 42% Hispanic students.
According to the Office of Superintendent and Public Instruction, the
Washington state WASL trend for the year 2000-2001, demonstrated that only
490/o fourth-grade American Indian students met the standards in reading,
compared to that of 66% Asian students, 48% African-American students, and
40% Hispanic students.

(
•
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The extent of reading difficulties of American Indians in the United States has
been noted. Figure 1 was derived from information by The Nation's Report
Card: Fourth Grade Reading 2000.

C

It demonstrates low reading achievement levels of American Indian students in
comparison to higher reading achievement levels of White students for the
year 2000.
This graph shows that in the year 2000, 57% of fourth grade American Indian
students tested below the basic reading level compared to that of 27% White
students.

(
•
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The reading difficulties of Yakama Indian students at Harrah Elementary
School were determined by the Washington Assessment of Student Learning
reading scores for the years 1996 through 2000.

C

Figure two was created from information retrieved from the Washington
State's Office of Superintendent and Public Instruction website.
This graph shows that while there has been some growth in the percent of
fourth grade Indian children meeting the standards in reading at Harrah
Elementary School, it is still less than that of 40%.

•

•

•

(

Now that the background of issues regarding American Indians and reading
has been set, the remainder of this presentation will revolve around the review
of the literature.

(

I developed the presentation in the following way: First, an intensive review of
literature on the culture of American Indians was conducted, and an interview
with a member of the Yakama Nation was held.
Literature on effects culture has on an individual, the classroom, and on
reading instruction was then reviewed.
Learning style tendencies and group commonalties based on the culture of
American Indians was reviewed, as were effective classroom modifications
and practices that both support and hinder reading development.
Literature of the two major opposing cultural theories was also reviewed, the
cultural deficit theory and the cultural sensitivity theory. The information was
then gathered from the complete review and was used to create the
presentation.

(
•

•

•

(

C

•
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•

C

The cultural deficit theory became widespread and institutionalized during the
19th century.

C

It argued that the Caucasian race was innately superior to all others and that
nature had endowed other races with less mental strength.
This theory suggested that people belonging to minority and low
socioeconomic groups came from deficient environments.
It also claimed that families of certain cultural and economic groups were
unable to support a child's literacy and cognitive development.

•
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In the latter part of the 19th century American Indians became a focus in the
cultural deficit theory.

C

It was thought during that time that the ways of American Indians were
inferior to those of Whites. Many Americans believed that with proper
education and vocational training, American Indians could become assimilated
into mainstream America.
The proponents for the assimilation policy convinced the leaders of Congress
that education was the way to make the Indian population into patriotic and
productive members of society.
This became known as the assimilation through education policy. One of the
first efforts of the assimilation policy was the founding of the Carlisle Indian
School by Captain Richard Henry Pratt in 1879. This school was the first offreservation boarding school and the goal was to eliminate American Indian
children of their native culture.
This was evident by Pratt' s commonly known principle of ..

(
•
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•

(

"Kill the Indian. . .

•
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•

•

(

and save the man".
By the end of the century there were numerous Indian boarding schools under
federal supervision similar to Carlisle Indian School. Federal Indian policy
called for the removal of children from their families (often against their will)
to be placed in boarding schools.
Policy makers felt it necessary to keep American Indian children away from
what they considered the negative influences of their families and cultures.
The photographs shown demonstrate the pride administrators of Indian
boarding schools took in creating "before11 and "after" American Indians. The
photographs showed their power to suppress traditional American Indian
clothing and culture.

(
•

•

•

C

Chemawa Indian School was a boarding school in Salem, Oregon. Many
Yakama Indians were taken away from their families and sent there to be
educated. This is a photograph of a group of boys sitting on the grass in front
of a building at the Chemawa Indian School.
There were, and still are, American Indians whose experiences with Indian
boarding schools were extremely negative. Jo Anna Meninick, a Yakama
Indian, attended the Chemewa Indian School in the 1950's. In an interview
with The Associated Press in 1999, Meninick said, "They stripped us of our
language. They stripped us of our religious beliefs. They stripped us of our
family life, our family values. They stripped us from our culture.
However, not all experiences of Indian boarding schools were viewed as
completely negative. A Yakama Indian and educator at Harrah Elementary
School said her father also attended the Chemewa Indian School. She
acknowledged that her father felt the boarding school experience was
beneficial to him. She said he did not have family to care for him when he was
sent to Chemewa Indian School and that he felt it gave him discipline that he
may not have otherwise gained. She further stated that he believed his
boarding school experience might have contributed to his personal value of
education.

•
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The cultural sensitivity theory accepts that all human beings have equal and
innate potential. This theory supports the idea that all students, regardless of
their background, come to school with literacy skills already in place.
In this theory, educators should not focus on a child's lack of knowledge but
should consider instead what prior knowledge they hold. An educator should
value each learner's unique background, and view their individual
characteristics as potential building blocks of learning experiences.
The cultural sensitivity theory can allow a glimpse of the richness, complexity,
and diversity of a student's family. Educators should accept the cultural
diversity and the diversity of literary practices found in all families .

•

•
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Their tea~helilhas un

The cultural sensitivity theory is best summarized by this poem that was
written by an unknown author. It concludes the importance for educators of all
children, regardless of race or culture, to teach in an effective and culturally
sensitive manner, while respecting each individual child's uniqueness.
For the teacher, harvestime
Comes at the end of spring.
The seedlings of ten months ago
Are awe inspiring.
Some have grown beyond their reach,
And some have plugged along,
But each has felt the rain and sun
And heard the master's song.
Not everyone will be the fruit
That feeds the hungry world.
But each has leaves that wave as flags
Their teacher has unfurled.
Author Unknown

•
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Personal values are affected by a person's home and culture, which in turn
affect learning.

C

People follow an individual course of development by observing things,
making choices, and reaching conclusions.
All of which demonstrate effective ways to get along in the world.

C
•
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In the American Indian culture, children are exposed to a number of important
values. While it has been noted that there is no single Indian culture, there
does exist a core of traditional American Indian values.
These values include generosity, sharing, cooperation, group harmony,
individual freedom, concepts of time, ownership, and property that reflect the
importance of community, plus the importance of extended family, and the
value of reflective learning.

(_
•
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Many American Indians greatly respect people and feelings. Elders are
especially respected.

C

Elders are recognized for their wisdom, knowledge, and experience. They are
people who share what are traditionally called teachings through oral
communications and live demonstrations.
Teachings are an accumulation of experience and memories that give
messages about how to act, how to perform, and how to understand.

(
•
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According to a Yakama tribal member and educator, Yakama Indians highly
value family connections. In the Yakama culture, the definition of family
varies, but it often includes immediate family members down to very distant
cousins.
She said that because of this Yakama Indian students often miss a lot of school
due to their extensive family commitments.
She also said that the importance of family is shown by the way they respect
the deceased. When a family member of a Yakama Indian passes away, the
funeral services often last up to three days and three nights.
The surviving family members mourn for a year during which they are not
allowed to do things such as dance, celebrate, or speak of the deceased. At the
end of the year a three day, and three night memorial is then held .

•
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The Y akama tribal member also stated that many Y akama Indian Elders are
raising their grandchildren.

(

Many of these grandparents are of the Indian boarding school generation; She
felt that this might explain the negative opinions that some students have of
formal education.
She said that because of this, it is essential for an educator to make a personal
connection to the families of Y akama Indian students.
She also mentioned, that because assertiveness is not a priority within the
Y akama culture, the educator needs to make the first attempt at establishing
connections.
In her opinion this could be accomplished in many ways but connections made
outside of the school environment are often the most effective.
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The values of the American Indian culture also affect traditional child
rearing practices. Traditionally, American Indian people have been permissive
and accepting of children. The belief is all people are of equal social value,
and therefore each person has inherent rights to mutual respect and equal
treatment. Young children are also given the same degree of respect as adults.
Parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and even friends of the family
all actively participate in child rearing. When an adult disciplines a child, it is
usually in a private and quiet manner with the adult explaining or
demonstrating why the behavior was unacceptable.
Most American Indian people see childhood as a time for discovering the
world. Children are taught to be self-directed and encouraged to be self-reliant
by having the freedom to make many of their own choices.
In American Indian families, the children participate in many of the same
activities as adults do. It is common to see children at bingo games,
community meetings, church, pow-wows, or places of employment. These
situations allow children to learn through observation and imitation. Question
asking is generally not a strategy used by American Indians in their daily
activities.
The American Indian culture also values a quiet respectful form of
communication when it comes to learning .
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When interviewed, an American Indian grandmother said:
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"Our way of being respectful is not to be verbal; it's to be quiet especially if
someone has more knowledge in an area than we do. We display respect by
not asking questions, by waiting for them to provide information."
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The learning that talces place within the home and culture also contributes to
the behaviors associated with American Indian learning style inclinations.

C

It is important to understand that as there is no single American Indian
culture; there is no absolute American Indian learning style, and the
determination that one exists would be harmful.
However, identified individual differences can be considered learning style
tendencies or inclinations.
Some of the identified learning style tendencies of American Indians are as
follows:
They are more skilled in visual learning. They are group oriented and work
effectively in small group settings. They have an aversion to public
demonstration of their knowledge. When they do publicly demonstrate their
knowledge they prefer to learn privately first before performing. American
Indians are observational and reflective learners. They do better in a global or
holistic learning environment in which things are introduced as a whole before
they are broken into parts. They also prefer tactile and kinesthetic learning
expenences.

•

•29

•

•

(

Schools often hold expectations and require ways of doing things that differ
from what American Indian students have learned elsewhere.
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Research has suggested that American Indians experience a discontinuity
between the home and school if the modes oflearning they come to school
with are not supported within the classroom.
When the culture of a student varies significantly from that of school,
confusion and misunderstanding often take place.
American Indian children, as do all children, need a supportive, challenging,
and culturally appropriate learning environment that meets each individual's
specific needs.
Educators benefit American Indian children by adapting their teaching styles
and methods of instruction so that broad ranges of learning styles are
supported.

•
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Useful classroom modifications for American Indian children are those that
enhance a reading program by supporting a wide range of learning style
inclinations.

C

Effective classroom modifications may include but are not limited to:
Flexible furniture arrangements.
The use of cooperative learning techniques.
Incorporating the constructivist approach by increasing the holistic emphasis
in student learning.
Allowing for an increase in the freedom of movement.
In addition to making classroom modifications that enhance the learning style
tendencies of American Indian children, educators may also find it necessary
to make modifications to current reading instruction.
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All children must become skilled readers in our society. To assist American
Indian children in doing so, teachers must understand reading development
and the reading process. They must be knowledgeable and purposeful while
planning balanced reading instruction that includes the consideration of
reading comprehension, vocabulary, word recognition, and fluency.
According to the authors of Reading and the Native American Learner,
teachers who provide reading instruction to American Indian students should
also pay special attention to:
* Oral language development, including the building of Standard English
skills. (It is important to note that this does not mean replacing their existing
oral language but to add to it.)
* Using culturally appropriate and relevant instructional materials.

* Establishing a classroom environment that is respectful of the linguistic,
social, and cultural heritage of American Indian students.
* Utilizing a curriculum that capitalizes on the background knowledge and
experience students bring with them to school.

•
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While it is important to attempt to identify instructional strategies, methods,
approaches, and/or programs to teach reading to American Indian students. It
is wrong to assume that one strategy, method, approach, or program will
guarantee American Indian students (or any students) success in learning to
read.
Instead, educators should make their own informed choices, based on their
students' needs, regarding appropriate approaches, methods, and materials.
During research, a specific strategy, method, approach, and/or reading
program that demonstrated success in teaching reading to all American Indian
children was not established.
However, it was determined that meaningful reading instruction should
provide all students with learning that fits the context of their lives.
Background knowledge is critical, especially when dealing with the variety of
needs of struggling readers. Teachers must be aware of children's social,
economic, and cultural backgrounds and use this knowledge when teaching
reading .
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Practices of reading instruction, that may be considered ineffective and would
hinder reading development in children are:
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*Emphasizing only phonics.
*Drilling on isolated letters or sounds.
*Teaching letters and words one at a time.
*Insisting on correctness.
*Expecting students to spell correctly all the words, they can read.
*Making perfect oral reading the goal of reading instruction.
*Focusing on skills rather than interpretation and comprehension.
*Fixed ability grouping.
*Blind adherence to a basal program.
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Even though there is not one method of successfully teaching reading to all
American Indian students, there are practices considered essential in
providing support for struggling readers.
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*Allowing access and opportunity to a wide variety of reading materials.
These materials need to reflect meaning and authenticity for individual readers
as well as a manageable level of text.
*Motivating readers to want to read and to want to engage in reading. Readers
need to see reasons and purposes for reading that relate to their perception of
the world.
*Providing time to really read in real texts. Struggling readers need more time
to read, and need more time with high-quality instruction.
*Providing supportive instruction in reading strategies, to create strategic
readers. Teachers, peers, parents, and other sophisticated users offer
demonstrations, guidance, and feedback in how to read.
*Building self-esteem and confidence, which plays integral roles in successful
reading development. Children need to feel positive about their attempts and
their progress.
*Having high expectation for success in a supported environment.

•
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In reference to the previously mentioned American Indian learning style
tendency of preferring global/holistic learning experiences, I found six
methods described for incorporating a holistic, meaning-based approach to
reading instruction.
I will discuss in greater detail the following six methods:
*Dialogue journals
*Writer's workshop
*Word wall
*Language experience approach
*Instructional conversations
*Thematic units

•
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Dialogue journals: In this method, the teacher and student engage in an
extended written conversation through regular journal entries. (Note: An
American Indian student may feel more comfortable with this private form of
communication.)
Students write as much as they choose on predominately self-selected topics.
The teacher responds by making comments, offering observations and
opinions, requesting and giving clarifications, asking questions, answering
student questions, and introducing new topics.
Types of dialogue journals include daily personal journals, literature response
journals, content response journals, and learning logs.

•
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Writer's Workshop: This method teaches writing through student composition
of authentic texts. Workshops occur in regular and predictable blocks of time
and include mini-lessons on the mechanics and craft of writing, as well as
student generation of texts in a multi-step process. This process includes,
drafting, conferencing and sharing, revising, redrafting, editing, and the
publishing of the completed text.
(Note: It is important to include modeling of the writing process by actual
teacher demonstration. This may enhance the learning style tendency of
observational learning in American Indian students.)

•
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Word Wall: This method involves regularly posting words on a classroom
wall, which can then be incorporated into various activities to support students'
literacy development. The words can be selected from student writing, books
that students are reading, or other sources related to student learning.

C
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Language experience approach: In this method, students dictate their own
stories or experiences to the teacher. This text is then used as reading material
for its author, and it is also sometimes used as reading material for other
students in the class. This method uses words that are within a student's
cultural knowledge base and may also assist in the development of Standard
English skills for American Indian children.

C
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Instructional conversations: These are discussion based lessons in which the
teacher draws from students' prior knowledge, experiences, and home culture
in order to guide extended, theme-focused conversations that promote analysis,
reflection, and critical thinking.

C
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Thematic units: This method involves integrating the curriculum across a
variety of subject areas. It often includes teachers and students deciding on the
theme and skills to be developed, while allowing students to select interesting
topics to pursue while studying the broader theme.
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In referring back to my original question:
What should educators do to assist American Indian students in acquiring the
literacy skills necessary to become successful readers?
I was able to come to some conclusions based on the research reviewed, that
will assist all students (not just American Indians) in acquiring the necessary
skills to become successful readers.
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The conclusions are as follows:
Educators should adapt their teaching styles and methods of reading
instruction to a more holistic, meaning-based approach, so that a wide range of
American Indian learning style inclinations are supported.
Educators of American Indian students need to become knowledgeable about
the backgrounds of their students. This includes learning about cultural
history, family history, and the history of American Indian education.
Educators need to be aware of the diverse needs of their students and be
willing to make modifications to the classroom environment and reading
instruction. And...
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Educators need to reflect continually on their teaching practices and beliefs.
Educators need to be aware of learning style and group commonalties of
American Indians, while remembering that all students regardless of ethnic or
cultural backgrounds, are individuals with different needs that must be
addressed.
Educators need to understand that there is no one program or method that will
guarantee successful learning, rather they need to teach reading, based on
researched evidence of standards of effective pedagogy.

(
•
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as an effectiv
Native Ame

oint yourm~ccasin~C,{
the right direction.
(Uttfe Soldier, 1997, p. 653)

Finally, I'd like to end this presentation with a quote from the author Lee Little
Soldier. He said,
"To earn one's eagle feather as an effective educator ofNative American
students, one must strive continually to find more effective ways of educating
the current generation of America's original inhabitants. An open mind and a
willing heart will point your moccasins in the right direction."
I hope that the information presented today will encourage you to keep an
open mind and willing heart as you point your moccasins in the direction of
successful literacy skills for all of your students. Thank you .
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CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary
Reading is a complex process in which the reader interacts with the text by using
prior knowledge, experiences, values, and beliefs. Reading is considered a skill necessary
for social, academic, and economic advancement within our society. Educators teach a
diverse array of students from a multitude of ethnic backgrounds, and some students,
such as American Indians, often have difficulty acquiring literacy skills needed to
become successful readers.
A person's home and cultural socialization influence learning style preference,
which in turn effects how a person processes information from the environment.
American Indian students may experience a discontinuity between home and school if
their learning style preferences and cultural backgrounds are not supported.
Conclusions
To assist American Indian students, as well as all other students, in acquiring the
necessary skills to become successful readers, educators should make classroom
modifications that allow a wide range oflearning styles to be supported. Educators
should adopt practices that support, not hinder, the reading development of their students.
Educators should also adapt their teaching styles and methods of reading instruction to
include a more holistic, meaning-based approach. Additional conclusions reached as a
result of this project were as follows:
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1. Educators of American Indian students need to become knowledgeable about
the backgrounds of their students. This includes learning about cultural
history, family history, and the history of American Indian education.
2. Educators need to be aware of the diverse needs of their students and be
willing to make modifications to the classroom environment and reading
instruction.
3. Educators need to reflect continually on their teaching practices and beliefs.
4. Educators need to be aware oflearning style and group commonalties of
American Indians while remembering that all students regardless of ethnic or
cultural backgrounds are individuals with different needs that must be
addressed.
5. Educators need to understand that there is no one program or method that will
guarantee successful learning, rather they need to teach reading based on
researched evidence of standards of effective pedagogy.
Recommendations
While reviewing literature on the topic of American Indian's and their
underachievement in reading, this writer recognized evident gaps in research. Therefore,
the following recommendations were made:
1. Long term studies that show empirical evidence of effective reading
strategies, methods, or programs that benefit American Indian children.
2. Long term studies that show empirical evidence on the benefits of adapting
reading instruction to match the individual needs of American Indian students.
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3. Research on human growth development and brain research of American
Indians that specifically connects to the acquisition ofliteracy skills.
4. Research that addresses the high number of American Indian students in
special education programs.
5. Finally and most importantly, quality research and studies of American Indian
students and their reading difficulties published in peer reviewed journals.
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